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prior to the spread of modern 
humans, mammoths had survived 
climatic changes.
Can we bring them back? 
It has often been claimed that 
it might be possible to clone a 
mammoth (or fertilize a female 
elephant with frozen mammoth 
sperm). Now people speculate 
that once the complete mammoth 
genome is known, it will be 
possible to create transgenic 
elephants and to ‘mammothize’ 
them. However, all these ideas 
are shattered by the reality of 
ancient DNA preservation. Both 
cloning and fertilization would 
require intact cells, and even in 
the best preserved mammoths 
from permafrost DNA or proteins 
are highly fragmented. Moreover, 
the fact that not a single but 
thousands of genes would need 
to be exchanged, in combination 
with the long generation time 
of elephants, makes the idea of 
creating a transgenic elephant 
seem a dubious proposal. Most 
likely, mammoths will remain gone 
forever.
Where can I find out more?
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ucl.ac.ukSociety (published online), the 
researchers collected pieces 
of wood eaten and avoided 
by mountain gorillas (Gorilla 
beringei beringei) in the Bwindi 
Impenetrable National Park, 
Uganda and measured the 
sodium content.
The researchers found that 
wood was substantially higher 
in sodium than other foods 
consumed by the gorillas and 
that wood pieces from stumps 
eaten contained more sodium 
than those that were avoided. 
Wood represented only 3.9 
per cent of the wet weight of 
food eaten by the gorillas, but 
contributed over 95 per cent 
of dietary sodium, suggesting 
that the wood was an important 
source of sodium for the Bwindi 
gorillas, the researchers say.
The contrast couldn’t be greater: 
the substance is the scourge of 
health authorities, governments 
and parents worrying about the 
abundance of it in processed 
foods for humans. But, for 
many other species, the 
vital need for salt in the diet 
presents a major challenge in 
sourcing adequate supplies. 
Researchers have noticed a 
puzzling behaviour amongst 
some of our closest relatives: 
primates have often been 
observed eating decaying wood. 
The wood has little nutritional 
value as it is low in protein 
and sugars and high in lignin 
compared to other foods. But, 
in a new study led by Jessica 
Rothman and colleagues at 
Cornell University reported in 
Biology Letters of the Royal 
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Logging on: Mountain gorillas seek decaying wood as a source of sodium 
 otherwise lacking in their diet, a new study finds. (Picture: Daniel Cox, OSF.)
